ABSTRACT-The food habits of the aquatic insects from three cold desert streams were determined. Detritivores were the dominant organisms in all streams, amounting to 55, 65, and 63% of the insect taxa in Douglas Creek, Snively Springs, and Rattlesnake Springs, respectively. Collecting (gathering and filtering) was the major feeding strategy employed, and we inferred that detritus in the form of fine particulate organic matter is the major food source in small, headwater cold desert streams.
provide data about the kinds of foods consumed by the benthic insects but does not provide data on the quantity or quality of the foods. We applied this analysis to the entire macrobenthic insect fauna in these three cold desert spring-streams to provide insights into functional group organization and to compare with predictions of the river continuum concept (Vannote et al., 1980) . Our functional group designations agreed with those of Merritt and Cummins (1984) .
Our data represent a single year span of time, and we made no attempt at determining monthly or seasonal variations because sample sizes were often too small. We did not observe any changes in the seasonal diets of these organisms.
Fifty-five percent of the 22 taxa in Douglas Creek were detritivores, 23% carnivores, and 23% herbivores (Table 1) . Herbivores (49.8%) and detritivores (48.4%) were dominant in numbers, and detritivores were dominant in terms of biomass (57.1%; Table 2 ). However, the dominant organisms in terms of numbers and biomass was an herbivore, Optioservus sp. (Coleoptera). Baetis sp., a mayfly, was the second most abundant in number, and Hydropsyche sp., a caddisfly, had the second highest biomass; both are detritivores.
In Snively Springs, 65% of the 14 taxa were detritivores, 29% carnivores, and 7% herbivores (Table 1) . Detritivores were dominant in numbers (93.4%) and biomass (94.1%; Table 2 ). Baetis sp. was the dominant individual in numbers, and Tipulidae had the greatest biomass; both are detritivores.
Sixty-three percent of the 19 taxa found in Rattlesnake Springs were detritivores, with 32% being carnivores and only 5% being herbivores ( Table 1) . As in Snively Springs, detritivores were dominant both in numbers (94.2%) and biomass (79.6%) in Rattlesnake Springs (Table 2 ). Simulium sp. (Diptera), a detritivore, was the dominant taxon in both numbers and biomass at this site.
The river continuum concept provides a physical template for comparison of biological communities. Two important factors affecting the stream biota are the amount of sunlight reaching the substrate for primary production and the nature of the substrate. The heavy shading by riparian vegetation and watercress, and the unstable sand and silt substrate in Snively Springs and Rattlesnake Springs (Gaines, 1987) , inhibit the production of a significant periphyton standing crop. Thus, according to the river continuum concept, few, if any, grazerscrapers that rely on algae and periphyton for food would be expected; this was the case at both of these sites where grazer-scrapers were absent (Table 3) . Douglas Creek, however, was larger and shading from riparian vegetation and watercress affected a smaller portion of the stream cross-section. The substrate was rocky (Gaines, 1987) and provided habitat for algae and grazerscrapers that were an important functional group in Douglas Creek (Table 3) . The river continuum concept suggests that a significant proportion of shredders will be present when the riparian vegetation covers the stream and contributes large amounts of allochthonous detritus. However, shredders were scarce in any of the three streams studied (Table 3) tlesnake and Snively springs to be relatively low and that the watercress is not used extensively as food, at least not until it becomes part of the detritus pool. These factors indicate a lack of food for shredders. Fisher and Gray (1983) found that shredders were virtually absent from Sycamore Creek, a Sonoran desert stream, as was their food source of coarse particulate organic matter. Koslucher and Minshall (1973) observed that allochthonous food sources were absent in the diets of the benthic insects in Deep Creek. There may be a relationship between the absence of shredder organisms and the fact that these desert streams are subjected to severe spates that affect both the standing crop of coarse particulate organic matter and the diversity of the biota.
Detritivores were dominant in all streams studied. This indicates the presence of a large source of fine detritus as a food source, most likely from decomposition of filamentous algae and watercress. Collecting (filtering and gathering) was the major feeding strategy used to obtain detritus, and collectors generally consume fine particulate organic matter (Merritt and Cummins, 1984) . From these results, we infer that detritus in the form of fine particulate organic matter is the major food source of insects in small cold desert spring-streams.
